
TURNING THE TIDE



LIFE DEPENDS
    ON OUR OCEAN 

•   Our ocean provides food and income for billions of people worldwide.

•   It generates half the oxygen we breathe.

•   And it regulates our climate and our weather.

•   But the ocean is in trouble—and so are we. “Because we share nothing so completely as our ocean,  
each of us also shares the responsibility to protect it. 
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The earth is our home because of the ocean. And  

the health of the ocean is central to human wellbeing.  

The ocean feeds billions of people, employs millions  

of workers, and generates trillions of dollars in the  

world economy. 

Yet, as vast as our ocean and its resources are, they are 

not infinite. And today the ocean is under tremendous 

pressure from human activity. 

Overfishing and illegal fishing are depleting fish stocks 

and harming precious marine ecosystems. Marine de-

bris and runoff are choking our waters, entangling and 

poisoning sea life and threatening human health. Carbon 

dioxide in the atmosphere is changing the very chemis-

try of the ocean, undermining the growth and survival of 

important marine organisms like plankton and corals.

To rise to this challenge and to spur action, U.S.  

Secretary of State John Kerry launched the first  

Our Ocean conference in June 2014. Hundreds of  

stakeholders from almost 90 countries gathered in 

Washington D.C. to share information and make  

commitments for action.  

That conference produced new partnerships and  

initiatives valued at over $1.8 billion, as well as new 

commitments on the protection of more than 4 million 

square kilometers of the ocean, an area roughly the  

size of Europe.

The 2015 Our Ocean conference in Valparaiso, Chile, 

continues the momentum, looking at the great progress 

made on last year’s commitments, and setting even 

more ambitious goals to protect our ocean.  

“ ”
Because we share nothing so completely as our ocean,  

each of us also shares the responsibility to protect it. 
SECRETARY OF STATE JOHN KERRY 
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Overfishing and illegal fishing are thwarting our efforts  

to manage fisheries properly, threatening the food  

security of communities around the globe and costing 

the world’s economies billions of dollars each year. 

Catches of many types of fish are declining while  

demand continues to rise. Harmful fishing practices 

injure and kill birds, marine mammals, sea turtles,  

and non-target fish.    

The first Our Ocean conference generated ground-break-

ing pledges among international partners to promote  

sustainable fisheries. With significant and sustained ac-

tion by us, we can meet these targets and achieve  

a healthy, productive, and resilient ocean. 

•  President Obama announced the creation of a new 

U.S. Taskforce on Combating Illegal, Unreported, and 

Unregulated (IUU) Fishing and Seafood Fraud. The 

Presidential Task Force unveiled its action plan in 

March, and implementation is underway including a 

new program to trace seafood from harvest anywhere 

in the world to entry into the United States, ensuring 

that the goods are sustainably and legally harvested.

•  Norway pledged more than $150 million to promote 

global fisheries development and management. These 

funds have been used to build a third research vessel 

to train fisheries experts and managers from around 

the world and to hold workshops for port authorities 

on how best to combat IUU fishing.

•  The United States, /tone, and the GSM Association 

launched the mFish public-private partnership to pro-

vide mobile devices and apps to small-scale fishers 

in developing countries, helping them access market 

and weather information and deliver reports on their 

catches. The technology was piloted in Indonesia and 

plans are underway to expand the program.

•  The United States and Palau announced a partnership 

to test the use of multiple remote surveillance technol-

ogies for detecting illegal fishing. The United States 

and Palau undertook a number of demonstration 

projects to expand maritime domain awareness (MDA) 

and increase the ability to track potential IUU fish-

ing and trafficking activities. These projects included 

multiple remote surveillance technologies, information 

exchange and display tools, and capabilities to rapidly 

access commercial satellite data. 

•  Foreign Minister Dussey of Togo announced a new 

agreement among Togo, Benin, Ghana, and Nigeria  

to combat illegal fishing in the Gulf of Guinea. In March, 

the Economic Community of West African States inau-

gurated a multinational maritime coordination center 

to counter IUU fishing through information sharing and 

coordination of joint patrols, training, and drills.  

•  Several governments committed to joining the Port 

State Measures Agreement, which aims to prevent 

illegally harvested fish from entering the stream of 

commerce. Three countries have joined since the  

2014 conference, and at least 7 more are close to 

joining, getting us well over half way to the 25 parties 

needed to bring this ground-breaking treaty into force.

SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES: UPDATES ON OUR OCEAN 2014 INITIATIVES 
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Marine protected areas (MPAs) safeguard marine  

resources, biodiversity, and critical habitats from  

human pressures and extractive activities. They provide 

safe havens for fish, whales, corals, and other treasures 

of the sea, serve as living laboratories, and boost eco-

nomic activity by increasing fish stocks and generating 

tourism. Great progress has been made to implement 

commitments made at the 2014 Our Ocean conference 

to create and expand MPAs and to ensure that they are 

effectively-managed zones, not just “paper parks.”

•  President Barack Obama announced a commitment 

to protect some of the most precious U.S. marine 

seascapes. In September 2014, the United States 

expanded the Pacific Remote Islands Marine National 

Monument by almost six times to encompass 1.27 

million square kilometers—making it the largest marine 

reserve in the world that is off limits to any commercial 

extraction, including commercial fishing.

•  President Anote Tong announced the decision of  

Kiribati to ban commercial fishing in the Phoenix Islands 

Protected Area. In January 2015, Kiribati made good on 

this commitment, protecting over 400,000 square kilo-

meters of ocean, an area roughly the size of California.   

•  President Remengesau unveiled the design for the 

proposed Palau National Marine Sanctuary. In October 

2014, legislation was introduced in the Palau Senate 

and in August 2015, the Palau House announced a 

companion bill. The proposal is expected to advance in 

the next legislative session with full designation in 2016.

•  Leonardo DiCaprio pledged $7 million through his 

foundation to ocean conservation projects over the 

next two years. In 2015, the Leonardo DiCaprio  

Foundation awarded over $4 million to new ocean  

conservation projects around the globe, working with 

key partners to create new large-scale marine reserves 

in the South Pacific, Indian Ocean, and the remote 

waters of the Arctic and Antarctica. The LDF is also 

supporting initiatives to stop the trade and overfishing 

of endangered shark species, and working with several 

partners in Indonesia and Somalia to help local com-

munities protect their coastal waters. 

•  Elizabeth Wright-Koteka and Kevin Iro of the Cook 

Islands announced plans to expand marine reserves 

around their country. Legislation to create the Cook 

Islands Marine Park is under development.

•  Sir David King of the United Kingdom announced a 

public process to consider the establishment of a ma-

rine conservation zone covering most of the exclusive 

economic zone around the Pitcairn Islands—an area in 

the Pacific Ocean covering more than three times the 

size of the UK. Earlier this year, the UK announced its 

intention to protect the marine environment with a “blue 

belt” to safeguard these precious marine habitats, both 

around the UK and the Territories overseas. The UK 

also announced its intention to establish a large-scale, 

no-take MPA around Pitcairn Island, once an effective 

monitoring and enforcement regime can be established 

and funded. 

•  Minister Kenred Dorsett of the Bahamas announced 

additional MPAs to be created by the end of 2014, 

bringing the nation’s existing network of marine pro-

tected areas to at least 10 percent of its near-shore 

marine environment. In 2015, the Bahamas designated 

15 new and 3 expanded MPAs to bring an additional 

44,514 square kilometers of the marine environment 

under protection.





Debris—especially plastic waste—is found throughout 

our ocean, from deep sea sediments, to Arctic ice cores, 

to the stomachs of fish, seabirds, and turtles. The sea 

absorbs carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, causing 

ocean water to become more acidic and less hospitable 

to marine life.

Important steps have been taken to reduce pollution 

and study acidification through the initiatives announced 

at the 2014 Our Ocean conference.  

•  The United States announced the Trash Free Waters 

program to stop refuse and debris from entering the 

ocean through sustainable product design, increased 

material recovery, and a new nationwide trash preven-

tion campaign. The program, operated by the Environ-

mental Protection Agency, partnered with regional enti-

ties to develop strategies for five major coastal regions 

and over 10 cities, and it worked with business leaders 

to alter products, practices, and consumer behaviors 

to prevent future loadings of trash into the ocean. 

•  Daniella Russo announced the Think Beyond Plastic™ 

Innovation Forum to advance entrepreneurship and to 

inspire innovations to reduce global plastic pollution.  

The program has grown significantly, launching its first 

business accelerator class and working on a project to 

eliminate marine plastics in the Mesoamerican Reef.

•  Norway pledged $1 million for a study on measures  

to combat marine plastic waste.  Norway funded a 

study through the Global Partnership on Marine Litter 

on the sources and effects of microplastics in the  

environment.

•  Norway announced the allocation in 2015 of over  

$1 billion to climate change mitigation and adaptation 

assistance.  In the past year, the nation has given  

more than $250 million to the Green Climate Fund. 

•  The United States announced an investment of more 

than $9 million over three years to sustain acidification 

observing capabilities, and a contribution of $640,000 

to the Ocean Acidification International Coordination 

Center (OA-ICC) in Monaco. The United States has 

invested nearly $6 million in the past two years to 

monitor ocean acidification and develop new sensor 

technologies, and has allocated the $640,000 pledge 

through the International Atomic Energy Agency’s 

Peaceful Uses Initiative to the OA-ICC.

•  The United States announced new projects totaling 

$1.24 million to meet challenges of ocean acidification 

and marine pollution in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and 

the Caribbean. The United States has allocated this 

pledge to the IAEA through the Peaceful Uses Initiative 

and projects are getting underway.

•  The United States announced new funding for a joint 

initiative with Canada and Mexico to catalogue North 

American coastal habitats that capture and hold car-

bon and to evaluate the possible use of carbon credits 

to protect these habitats. In its first phase, the project 

has produced detailed maps of these habitats in all 

three countries, aiding future research and manage-

ment efforts. 

•  In 2014, the Ocean Foundation announced the 

Friends of the Global Ocean Acidification Observing 

Network, a new fund to support the network. Funds 

raised by the foundation will be used to support a 

capacity-building workshop in Mozambique on ocean 

acidification monitoring.

MARINE POLLUTION AND ACIDIFICATION: STOPPING THE FLOW
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Building Capacity 
•  The Global Environment Facility announced funding  

of $460 million over four years to conserve and restore 

marine biodiversity, foster sustainable fisheries, and 

strengthen coastal management. The GEF has  

approved three marine-focused projects worth $52.9 

million and six projects in total valued at $76.3 million.

•  The World Bank highlighted a new $10 million World 

Bank/ Global Environment Facility investment that 

would improve management of tuna fisheries and 

other highly migratory fish stocks in the developing 

world. 

Supporting Coastal Communities  
•  The U.S. Agency for International Development  

announced new coastal programs valued at more  

than $170 million.  Since the conference, USAID  

has awarded programs worth more than $135  

million to promote ocean health, food security,  

nutrition, and human well-being by helping govern-

ments and communities improve fisheries manage-

ment, combat illegal fishing and wildlife trafficking, 

strengthen MPA management, and conserve critical 

coastal habitats.

•  The Waitt Foundation announced the Fish Forever  

program to promote sustainable fisheries manage-

ment. The program, a partnership with Rare, the  

Environmental Defense Fund, and the University  

of California Santa Barbara Bren School, now  

has operations at 45 sites across Belize, Brazil,  

Indonesia, The Philippines, and Mozambique. 
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Mapping and Understanding the Ocean 
•  The United States announced the activation of two 

new research vessels, providing a new generation of 

scientists with cutting-edge technology to explore the 

ocean. The Office of Naval Research took delivery of 

the R/V Neil Armstrong in September, and the ship 

is expected to begin research operations under the 

Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution next year, while 

the R/V Sally Ride, to be operated by the Scripps Insti-

tution of Oceanography, is expected to enter service in 

late 2016.

•  The Nature Conservancy announced a three-year 

effort to Map the Ocean’s Wealth, with a $3.8 million 

lead investment from the Lyda Hill Foundation, to 

quantify and map key ecosystem services that the 

ocean provides. The program is advancing on multiple 

fronts, including projects in natural coastal protection. 

•  The Waitt Foundation announced an initiative to help 

Caribbean nations undertake coastal and marine 

spatial planning and management. Since last year’s 

conference, the Blue Halo Initiative has expanded to 

Montserrat, helping the island’s government and com-

munity to design and implement sustainable ocean 

policies.
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For more information on specific topics: 
http://www.state.gov/e/oes/

Find us at: 
https://twitter.com/StateDeptOES

Images courtesy of NOAA and iStock Photos.

“Our fate is inextricably tied to the ocean’s fate.”

UNDER SECRETARY OF STATE CATHERINE NOVELLI 


